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And the Band Played On is a poignant and compelling narrative written by Randy Shilts, chronicling
the early years of the AIDS epidemic in the United States. Published in 1987, this groundbreaking
work not only serves as a historical account but also as a powerful commentary on the social,
political, and medical responses to a crisis that disproportionately affected the LGBTQ+ community.
Shilts, an openly gay journalist, delves into the lives of those impacted by AIDS, the failures of
government and medical institutions, and the resilience of the community that fought back against a
tide of ignorance and prejudice.

The Context of AIDS in the 1980s

The Emergence of a Crisis

In the early 1980s, the United States faced a burgeoning health crisis that would go on to claim
hundreds of thousands of lives. Initially termed GRID (Gay-Related Immune Deficiency), AIDS was
first recognized as a distinct disease in 1981 when clusters of rare illnesses were reported among
gay men in Los Angeles, New York City, and San Francisco.

- Key Points of Emergence:
1. Initial Symptoms: The disease manifested through unusual infections and cancers, such as
Kaposi's sarcoma and pneumocystis pneumonia.
2. Demographics: It primarily affected gay men, leading to stigmatization and fear within the
broader society.
3. Lack of Awareness: At the onset, there was little understanding of how the disease was
transmitted, leading to widespread panic and misinformation.

The Role of the Media

Randy Shilts's work highlights the media's role in shaping public perception of AIDS. The coverage
was often sensationalized and fraught with homophobia, which complicated the fight against the
disease.

- Media Dynamics:
- Initial Coverage: Early reports were typically limited to sensational headlines focused on the gay
community.
- Shift in Narrative: As the epidemic spread beyond gay men, the narrative began to change, but not
without resistance and stigma.

The Science of AIDS



The Medical Response

Shilts meticulously documents the medical community's response to AIDS, which was fraught with
delays and misjudgments.

- Failures in Research:
1. Delayed Response: The urgency to understand the disease was often stifled by bureaucratic red
tape.
2. Funding Issues: Government funding for AIDS research lagged significantly behind other
diseases, reflecting societal biases.
3. Misdiagnosis: Many patients were initially misdiagnosed or not diagnosed at all, leading to a lack
of timely treatment.


